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PREFACE 


Sitting alone on a bench in Malcolm x Park in the 
Washington DC, my mind raced back to the 
times when this was home, 


A few days ago my family and | had settled in an 
apariment on Belmont Street, above the 
Community of Hope Church. This move was in 
response to the congregation's call for me to 
accept the pastorate of the church, The furniture. 
were arranged, | had a few hours rest, so | 
thought | would walk the two hundred yards to 
this park. 


The motivation for this lonely trek was not to 
escape the immediate neighborhood, but to 
reconnect with my past. Years before, it was this 
park that was transformed into a haven of rest 
during my homeless adventure. The bench upon 
which Isat was the same bench that | had slept 
on many a night. 


As the tears blurred my vision of the beautiful 
landscape, | could stil count the trees, an act 
thot I had rehearsed many times as the twilight 
descended upon a painful evening. On many a 
day | would just sit there ond count as many trees 
as could, to preserve my sanity, and to ushe 

an episode of slumber. 


Bul this day was different. I was not counting, 
frees, but counting my blessings. 


My long journey away from the church had 
ended, My struggles with my addiction were 
surrendered to the Almighty God. My future is 
committed to God's abiding presence, 


But how could one not be thankful to God when 
God had done so much? 


Sitting there, | thought about the narrow escapes 
from death. | thought of the many friends and 
‘acquaintances who were not as fortunate as | 
was, Many have gone to early graves. 


| thought of my tiend Gideon. an Ethiopian 
immigrant, who for many months was the only 
friend | had in Washington DC. We had roomed 
this park aimlessly together. It was in this park that 
Gideon introduced me to the eating of 
uncooked meat, stolen trom one of the nearby 
supermarkets. And I remembered that evening 
when he was shot three times in the head, from 
lose range. His body was shipped back to 
Ethiopia, Iwas standing oniy five feet from him, 


Sitting there, I thought of my close friend, John, 
‘who was homosexual. I remembered him as he 
poured out his heart to me about the struggles 
that he was having because of his propensity. 

Oh, how | wished that | could be of help to him, 


in some meaningful way! Having contracted the 
AIDS virus, he died in the prime of his youth. 


Sitting there, | thought about Cif. He was a 
briliant ond erudite young man who had 
dropped out of colege, and began a life of drug 
Use. I remembered the afternoon that about ten 
of Us guys gathered in one room to look at the 
Super Bowl, There was heavy indulgence in drugs 
that evening. Nobody really noticed that Ci 
hadn't said a word during the second quarter of 
the game. You finish the story. 


Sitting there, | thought of the night | had fallen 
asleep in the freight elevator of an eight-floor 
housing project in a drug-nfested neighborhood. 
| had more than two hundred dollars in my 
pockets, and it was stil there, God's ttie angels 
had hovered over me through the long right, 


But, through it all, God brought me out! 


Through it all. God kept His end of the bargain, 
“His eye is on the sparrow, and | know He 
watches over me. 


So had to write my story. It is more than a mere 
narrative with plot. characters, and setting. 


Itis a testimonial to a God who works wonders. It 
is an appreciation for, and acknowledgment of 
the vision of Nazarene Compassionate Ministries 
that is translated into centers of healing to the 
neglected quarters of our cities. 


My story of hope and recovery isnot isolated, 
God is in this business wherever Gad can find 
channels through which God can be manifested. 
My prayer is that those who are stil suffering may 
be inspired to trust God with their lives, and 
surrender to God. The opportunities for our 
churches to be the conduit for compassion are 
limited only by our imagination. The condition of 
our cities and communities demands that we 
explore the possibilities for holistic ministry. The 
challenge to be a Good Samaritan is 
inescapable, 


‘Somewhere in your community is someone like | 
once was, alienated, but yeaming for that 
outstretched arm. Long after this story is 
forgotten, the mandate to be socially conscious 
willremain. 


May God use you, to give someone a Second 
Chance, 


CHAPTER 1 
“MY WORLD OF RELIGION" 


I once heard an African folktale about the 
Young boys who, while playing in the pork. 
approached an elderly gentleman. They impishly 
inquired of him, ‘Who is realy the king of the 
Jungle? is it the lion with is ferocious attitude? Or 
could it be that the elephant is really the king of 
the jungle?" 


The wise gentleman suspected that he was in for 
an hourdong debate, Knowing their intentions, he 
simply stated, “Boys, it all depends on who: 

teling the story. 


The impulse to tel my story is one that was laced 
with a myriad of excuses and motivations. On the 
one hand, I never conceived that the journey 
that was chronicled had any redemptive 
Qualities except for personal musings from time to 
fime, ushering me into an aura of gratitude for 
God's mercy and grace. Conversely, there has 
always been a sense that my experience was an 
isolated one, with no interest for the larger 
church community who prided themselves on 
having never forsaken their Lord. 


Theoretically, to serve God for years without 
‘wavering in one’s commitment and focus is the 
goal of every young person who has ever taken 
sefiously the call of the Master. But this walk with, 
God, it seems fo me, is a distinctly human 
Experience, and because of this, we are forced 
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to factor into this walk the elements that make 
each of us uniquely different, 


The baggoges that bear upon the scope, 
sincerity, strength, and depth of the experience 
are carved by the naturing and nurturing of the 
past, To pretend that the Christian ife begins with 
the decision to accep! Jesus Christ as Savior 
without any reflection on the human dispositions 
is to stereotype a wak that places a straight 
Jacket on this glorious experience, Like the colors 
that make each rainbow an admiration, so the 
various Chyislian experiences blend to make the 
Christian Church a workshop in perpetual motion, 


Lam convinced that the uniqueness of my 
joumey could bring richness to God's redemptive 
format. Jouraied with great pain, it has become 
cathartic to me and hopefully fo others. 


was bom on August 31. 1944 on the tropical, oil- 
rich island of Trinidad, in the British West Indies, 
The island is decorated with another istand to its 
northeast known as Tobago, hence its 
appellation, Trinidad and Tobago. 


Trinidad and Tobago is known for its calypso and 
steel-drum music, and the yearly Camival 
celebration attracts tourists from around the 
world. In fact this celebration is so much part of 
the fabric of our lives that it has been exported 
by Trinidadians and West Indians to Brooklyn. 
Toronto, Montreal, Miami, and London. 


Very early in fife there seemed to be an interest in 
things spiritual and as far back os 1 could 
remember I have searched for the answers to 
questions thal plagued the existential thinkers of 
every age. There were questions about the di- 
mension of eternity. There were questions about 
life after death. There were questions about the 
preparation for that ife. And yes, about 
reincarnation. 


My mother wos a practicing Roman Catholic 
and my father was a student of Christian 

Science. While Catholicism never appealed to 
my curiosity, it was Christian Science thot 
Consumed my inquifing mind, The devotedness 
of my father fo this discipline attracted me. The 
hours he spent reading the books, the attitude he 
developed towards ife, and the calm and 
serenity he exuded, all demonstrated to me that 
his religion was making an impact on his ife. 


tis ibrary consisted of some four books and 
about twenty-five Christian Science magazines. 
My inquisiveness got the better of me, 
particulary because the books remained under 
lock and Key. Only he was privy 1o the contents 
and its benefis. To a ten-year old boy, besieged 
by hyperactivity and looking for things to do with 
the countless idle moments, this was a 
temptation of immeasurable proportions. 


Armed with a divider or compass taken from my 
geometry set I soon discovered how to pick the 
cheap lock from the cabinet, The next two years 
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read everything | could about Christian Science 
and its psychosomatic implications. Webster's 
Dictionary was my constant companion since 
many of the words were being encountered for 
the first time. 


indelible carvings were made on the canvas that 
represented my mind. My view of sickness, death, 
and the after ife was significantly altered by the 
things I read, Sufficient fo say that | believed that 
I had estabished a foundation upon which a 
theological understanding of things in our world 
was becoming an enlightening enterprise. 


By the time | was twelve, and attending a Roman 
Catholic High School, my enhanced indulgence 
in the search for an understanding of the 
unknown began to take on greater significance. 


My spiritual formation in the growing interest in 
Christian Science began to clash with some 
aspects of Roman Catholicism. The catechism ot 
the Roman Catholic church teaches that 
confessions must be made systematically to the 
parish priest so that penance could be 
recommended. | was petulant beyond 
imagination when I discovered that as a part of 
being a student at St. Benedict's College, (High 
School) I had to participate in Confession, This 
expectation conflicted with my apprehension of 
sin and its absolution. 


My resistance to this form of confession to 
another mortal was based on my understanding, 
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Even at thal tender age, the theological 
explanation for this obedience just didn't 
Connect. |sttugaied with this institutional request 
for abou! three weeks, until the time came when 
I could conceal my objection no more. The 
school authorities were about to discover that | 
was not following their edict. But wanted to be 
faithful to the conviction that was fast becoming 
port of my psyche. 


| went to school one moming, confused about 
the requirements that were expected of me. 
‘Abou fifty yards from the main campus building 
were the bathrooms. | was determined to make 
one last effort to ensure that I could live with the 
idea of confession. | went fo the bathroom, 
Confident that no one was cognizant of my 
departure from the assembled group. Like Eljoh. | 
was alone and confident of God's ability to 
validate any claim on His existence, and even to 
go beyond that, I teit that if confession, as 
important as this was to my salvation, shouid be 
reserved for God alone, then | was about to give 
God the opportunity of a lifetime. 


Quietly I shut the door, One coin rested in my 
pocket. It was a British cumency known as the 
thtee-pence. With the flash of inspiration, | 
rescued this coin and placed it against the wall. 
God was about fo be put to the test. 


“Oh God," I reasoned, "please give me a sign, 
not only of your existence, but if this confession 


ideais of You, when Iremove my hand, let this 
coin remain on the weal” 


No big feat for God, | thought. 


Three limes | repeated this request. Nothing 
happened. I was crushed. I was devastated. The 
one opportunity God had to validate God's 
presence went without ony response, Needless 
fo say, cynicism and doubt replaced curiosity. | 
was never the same person after that encounter. 
There was no reservoir of thought for me to 
exercise any resilen! altributes. Imagine God 
refusing to communicate with a young child! This, 
l argued, was parallel to a mother-bird busying 
herself with the various aspects of the naturol ife. 
but at the same time, not sensitive to that birding 


in the nest that's crying for affirmation. 


Inever did accept the efficacy of Confession, 
‘and many other thoughts about God's existence 
became an all-consuming passion of mine, This 
anxiety about things supematural and 
theological created a hodgepodge of inquisitive 
thisting for answers. 


This influx of inquiries became increasingly 
combative when my siblings and | would spend 
some summers together with an aunt who 
owned and operated a funeral parlor in the 
northwestern part of the Island. 


Conversations at this home centered on the 
animistic activity of the dead souls. On many 


occasions after retuming from the hospitals 
where most of the bodies were retrieved, we 
‘would be party to a ritual to ensure that we were 
protected from the evil spirits. This was fun. 


Bul the questions of the ofter life once again 
were resutrected. | wos intrigued with the stilness 
of the dead body, while the activity of the soul in 
the earth reaim sometimes brought fear, and 
generated thoughts of my own finiteness. There 
was aways something being done to either 
enhance the possiilly of the soul going to a 
restful place, or something being done 1o restrict 
the soul's connection with the earth reaim, 


Where was God in all of this? God sure seemed 
to be silent. These thoughts overwhelmed me 
from time to time. 


While my brothers and sister avoided the parlor 
as much as possible, under the conditions, | 
sought every opportunity to sneak away and 
view the mortal remains, | eavesdropped on 
conversations about the aftetife. These became: 
my horror stories. With no TV's available on the 
island, this was indeed a great substitute for the 
thills that come from viewing ghostly stories. 


Inamember faking a joumey on bus some fifty 
miles away to the south of Trinidad, On my retum 
tip, I fell asleep on the bus. Interestingly enough, | 
‘was absorbed in a dream that we were in a 
recovery car, at high speeds to get fo the 


hospital, having heard that someone had died. 
Abruptly, the car collided with another vehicle. 


| awoke suddenly. only to discover that it was the 
busin which we were traveling that had collided 
with an oncoming vehicle. Obviously | was 
shaken and scared. My eyes were swollen from 
the impact on the seat in front of me. | wos 
grateful that walking around was unhindered. 
The wait for another bus was fun, even though it 
was punctuated with the ambulance that 
carried away those who were hurt in the colision. 


When | onived at the funeral parlor 
pandemonium broke loose. My aunt was very 
confident that it was one of the departed spirts 
that had followed me on the trip, and wos. 
responsible for the accident. So to ward off that 
spirit, a ritual had to be performed. A 
combination of herbs and carefully prepared 
water was made, with which Iwas giver a bath. 
This was intended to drive the spirits away. 


To have lived through these experiences, one 
would undoubtedly have a rare sense of the 
happenings of the spiritual realm, While other kids 
were absorbed in play, | was always immersed 
with the weightier matters of the significance of 
existence, and life after death. 


Upon leaving high schoo! I found a job, of all the 
possible places, in a drug store or pharmacy. 


would be privy to conversations between the 
“druggist”, as he was called, and his clients, Most 
of the customers who frequented the 
establishment came not because of some: 
physical alment, but to purchase eliis for use in 
some other than physical quest. Prescriptions 
were brought in, not from accredited or licensed 
physicians, but from native witch doctors ond 
“obech" priest or priestesses. 


These were not witten in the cluttered script of 
modern prescriptions that is so often difficult to 
decode, but they were clear enough for a high 
school kid fo understand, 


Intrigued by the constant flow of customers. 1 
‘would read these prescriptions as they lay on the 
counter while the pharmacist busied himself with, 
nother customer. “Spirit of Land and Air". 
“Moses' beard”, “Aaron's Rod.” "Compelling 
Powder". "Commanding Powder". "Acacia Oil". 


There was always a cloak of secrecy that 
surrounded. the filing of these prescriptions, 
Hence this inquiring ming needed to know more, 
opined that there was something salvific being 
derived because when these customers left the 
premises, it was with a renewed sense of 
hopefulness and anticipation. 


(On many occasions | witnessed customers 
coming back to thank the dispenser for the 
results achieved, Rarely was it for an overt 
physical malady. 


overheard a telephone conversation between 
the pharmacist and what appeared to be his 
pastor, or senior deacon. | came to this 
Conclusion by the apologetic nature of the 
colloquy, Mr. Wharlick, the druggist, was 
vehemently defending his position regarding his 
involvement in the sale of medicine for ulterior 
purposes, His reasoning was that those who visit 
the store to purchase medicine for legitimate 
uses were the same individuals who were caught 
in the primitive spiritual practices. To cease the 
accommodation of such involvement would be 
economic suicide. Wharlick reasoned that it was 
ethically expedient and economically wise to 
indulge in this questionable trade, even though 
the purpose was misappropriated, 


On avery slow day, | got the opportunity of a 
Ifetime. Whartlick asked me to package some. 
powder for retail, 


The container from which the powder was taken 
was a sik-ounce box of Pond's Powder, used by 

women as a base for facial make-up. Ordinarily. 
this six ounce box of cosmetic sold tor twenty-six 
cents. I was able fo distil about twenty-five small 
packages from the original. to be sold for fifteen 
cents each. What a profit! 


But it is not the financial mark-up that alerted my 
sense of disgust. About three hours later, 
assuming that | was not cognizant of the 
contents of the packages, Wharlick asked me to 
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label them. To my utter disgust, they were all 
labeled, "Compelling Powder.” Here was a case 
fusing a product that was designed for one 
definitive use, bul being called by another name, 
and traded at a forbidding markup. 


Over the course of the year that | was employed 
there | was to leam that Biblical nomes were 
given to the various medicines. and most of the 
practicing spiritualists were ocauainted with the 
common parlance. 


“Where is God in all of this?” 

“Is God answering their prayers?’ 

“Does God honor our requests when the 
approach to God is sincere, but the method 
primitive” 


Although | was disturbed by the obvious 
deception employed by the pharmacist. yet to 
the hundreds of adherents of this primitive 
religion there must be some measure of 
redemption being achieved. As a matter of fact 
these individuals were not Satan-lovers. they 
Claimed to believe in, and worshipped the God 
that | believed in. 


What must be God's response when we come to. 
God sincerely, with our prescribed sacrifices, but 
somehow veiled and masked by a limited 
Understanding of this approach? 


The positive results, the cures, the mended 
relationships, the restored self-esteem, the 


prodigal child returning home, the arthritis being 
not asimpedimentary, the improved sight, these 
were valid claims. Iwas not wiling to dismiss all 
these allegations as psychosomatic. 


Some day, | hoped to find the answers to these 
perplexing confrontations. 


It was this kind of activity that led me to o 
different level of inquiry and investigation. 
Everywhere one would travel in Trinidad there 
was evidence of this animistic belief, I mentioned 
earlier that ife must be understood in the frome- 
work of the baggage that is brought into 
relationships. If this has any relevance, then there 
must be an appreciation for the religion of 
Mother Attica that was transported by the slaves 


to the West Indies. Ancestor worship and the 
acknowledgement of kindred spirits who inhabit 
the earth were crucial fo the slave's 
Understanding of the other world. 


The slave trade to the West Indies centered on 
West Attica, and the religion of the peoples of 
that part of the world became assimilated into 
the fabric of the religious lfe of the slaves as they 
developed their indigenous forms of worshipping 
God, But the question remained, How valid were 
these forms of worship? And could God 
‘acknowledge a people who honestly seek after 
Him according to the dictates of their own 
conscience? 


Anthropologists refer to the amalgamation of 
primitive religion in Trinidad as “retentions and 
reintetpretations.” 


‘The two dominant religious experiences that 
greeted the slaves when they arived on the 
island were Protestantism and Roman 
Catholicism. It was the intention of the 
slavehoiders to destroy all vestiges of their former 
beliefs, to replace them with one of these 
imperious religious groups. This never occured. 
The resilience and tenocity of the slaves 
prohibited the full scale removal from their belief 
system, So what one sees throughout the island 
was a mixture of an A\fican form of religion and 
the European interpretation of a belief system. 


These were expressed in two predominant 
genres. One group incorporated the Protestant 
thinking with the African model, and this was 
known as “Spiritual Baptist". The other was o 
combination of African religion and Roman 
Catholicism, and this group was referred to as 
"Shongo” or “Orisha.” 


In both these traditional religions there is on 
intricate system of beliefs in the spirit world, The 
observation of the taboos and rituals are ail 
designed fo protect the integrity and order of this 
spirit universe, When sickness or "bad luck" visits a. 
family Itis because this unseen universe was 
tampered with, and there must be sacrifices 
made to oppease the wrath of the gods or 
Messer" spirits. 


During the fifties and sixties when | was growing 
up I found it difficult to understand why such a 
religion shouid be looked upon with disdain by 
the colonial powers that controled the istand. 
They, with their interpretation of Christianity. 
convinces the natives that this religion was 
polytheistic and pagan. | struggled with this 
representation of the faith when the Roman 
doctrine taught the hierarchy of angels and 
acclaimed saints. There seemed fo be a seeming 
contradiction here, This was additional baggage 
that | must carry through life. Where is God in this 
puzzle? Can a people who genuinely worship 
Him through what could be considered as 
secondary representations be included in the 
comps of believers? 


| saw in most of the slave belief system o postive 
harmony that could not be denied. Why then 
must we discard that part of our culture, which 
was the result of a natural evolutionary process? 
The mediatory role that was played by the priests 
and priestesses was frowned upon, but is this not 
another interpretation of the thought of the Oid 
Testament patriarchs and the role of the twelve 
apostles and the "seventy elders” of the New 
Testament? Yes, | was saturated with more 
questions, and quickly running out of answers. 


The proselytizing activities of the European and 
‘American religion to the Islands appeared to me 
to be an Invasion of the rights of our people. 


These unending probings for answers 
igeonholed me as an eccentric youngster who 
was too absorbed with the unseen. The greatest 
challenge to me was to find answers to the 
questions about the purpose of life. Why ore we 
here? What's the blueprint? What did the Great 
Architect have in mind? How close are we in 
following this chart, or have we missed It entirely? 
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CHAPTER 2 


“SALVATION AND THE CALL" 


By the time I was seventeen | had lost all faith in 
any institutional approach to the solution of the 
problems posed by the many religions on the 
island, 


My father's interpretation of existentialism hod 
lost all credence because of his decision to be 
divorced from his wife and family. What begon 
as somewhat heated arguments upon returning, 
from a day's work ended in a separation that 
had serious repercussions on our social ife. 


Ourlitile two-bedroom house was immediately 
transformed into a vacuum-filed cottage 
devastated by an episode that was only partially 
Understood by my mother, We, the children, had 
no clue about what had transpired, This 
misunderstanding precipitated a great amount 
of social behavior that had become: 
unacceptable to many adults in the community 
Within months after my father's departure from 
home there was a marked cilference in my 
attitude. The authoritative figure was no longer 
there to ensure adherence to the strong and 
decent opinions of if. 


began to stray from the normal acceptable 
comporiment to the lesser and trifing reflections 


25 


of the crowd with which | was associating. In the 
early sities there weren't the tempiations of a. 
grand scale that is prevalent today through TV 
and other media, but my general attitudes 
decayed. 


Soon there were scrapes with the law, defiance 
towards my mother, truancy in school, immature 
decision-making. and unresponsiveness fo the 
affections of family life. The immorality of my 
surroundings easly became acceptable to me, 
and | was definitely on a colision course with the 
law, The result of my actions led to my premature. 
departure from high school. 


One of the sociological phenomena of the sixties 
was the rise of the evangelical churches. 


Committed to the transformation of-society by a 
strict adherence to the Biblical precepts, the 
evangelical denominations traveled the length 
and breadth of the islands holding crusades and 
revivals, The mainline denominations were fast 
loosing ground to the more aggressive: 
evangelicals 


The attraction was due in part fo the media 
invasion by the Bily Graham's Hour of Decision 
program which was aired every Sunday. Youth 
for Christ was also responsible for presenting the 
Gospel in a less threatening mode, music being 
the predominant feature of their programs. 


It was one sunny afternoon on May 4, 1962 that 
someone invited me to a tent crusade that was 
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being held in our community. The farthest thing 
from my mind was fo attend an evangelistic 
meeting and be confronted with some of the 
questions thal consumed me in the earler years, 


| suggested to my gitfriend that since her father 
‘would not allow her to be out after seven 
o'clock, that she should ask him about the 
possibility of attending the crusade with me. This 
‘was a perfect alibi. Her imposed curfew was 
lied and we had a few hours to talk about the 
birds and the bees before visiting the crusade. 
Our intention was to al least visit he crusade lo 
satisfy the obligations of the agreement, but not 
out of a sense of tulfiling any deep spiritual need. 


We entered that tent together holding hands. 
Upon seeing some acquaintances of hers. she 
decided to sit with them, and I sat alone. It was 
‘obvious that the service was well along the way, 
for five minutes atter our entrance. the preacher 
took fo the podium. 


He was towering with his six foot frame, but also 
spellbinding in his sermonic deliverance, | don't 
recall the text, from which he launched his 
discourse, but there was something very 
convicting and powerful that was taking place. 
The sermon moved me to think about the born 
again experience. This term was a new 
theological inquiry that would add to the 
curiosity that would be part of my spiritual for- 
mation. 


This was the first time that I was ever confronted 
with this possiblity, Here was an opportunity to 
experience a new high. | was certain that none 
of my friends hed ever been partakers of this 
adventure. What this preacher said about the 
“new birth", its necessity, its benefits, the conse- 
quences of living life without It. made perfect 
sense to me, What | wos totally unaware of was 
that the Holy Spirit was convicting me of sin and 
the Judgment. 


When the altar call was extended I hurried fo the 
altar, penitent, broken, contrite, and yearning to 
encounter this Jesus Christ who can be the 
catalyst for this new birth, 


This was the greatest feeling that | had ever 
experienced in my eighteen years. I had 
received the assurance of forgiveness from sin: 
the removal of guilt: the justification before the 
court of God: the application of the blood to my 
soul, and the adoption into the family of God. 
Who could ever ask for anything more? 


My suspicions and cynicism disappeared, and 
from the moment | got up from that altar | knew 
that something had taken place that was going 
to significantly atfect my relationships with other 
people and God. I had the assurance that 
something dromatic had occurred. | knew that | 
couldn't keep this thing fo myself; I had to share 
the news with others. There was a clear path that 
| had to follow, and knew it, I was indeed bom 
again, 


rushed home to share the news with my family, 
and while there was no family party to celebrate 
my discovery, there was a sense of support and 
encouragement for my decision. 


That preacher is now deceased, but what Rev. 
Farrell 8. Chapman said that night under the 
anointing of God, allowed the angels to rejoice 
over this one lost soul finding peace. 


| was surprised when | awoke on a new day that 
the splendors of last night's experience were stil 
there. It wos as though | was a completely new 
person, And I was, | prayed that moming. I was a 
different conversation. 


It one can get the picture of one traveling on the 
freeway and having to go through the toll gate. 
The person receiving the tollis usualy a complete 
stranger, and conversation is often dificult, Here | 
was going through the moming tall gate on my 
joumey of fe. | paused to deposit my fee, and 
the attendant at the gate is no longer estranged. 
The person happens to be Jesus Christ- 
Conversation comes easily. 


That was the feeling | had that morning. Looking 
back to that night became a habit that was 
nurtured for years to come. | could never fathom 
the forgiveness of this God. How could God 
forgive me for all my sins? How could | be 
included in this great plon of salvation? How 


could I be adopted Into the Famiy of the 
Redeemed? 


Great indeed is the mystery of godliness! 


The decision to accept Christ as my Redeemer 
was followed by weeks of close association with 
the local church and its membership. The 
Chapman family became my new family, 


Rev. Chapman was a tutoring and mentoring 
pastor. He found time to explain the Word of 
God, and through the church, there were 
programs to Include those who were babes in 
the faith, He gave me the single book of John's 
Gospel and asked that | read it in its entirety. This | 
‘accomplished in one day, 


Oh, the miracles of Jesus! How captivating! 
The parables of Jesus! How mind bogging. yet 
liberating. 

The journey to the cross! How burdensome. yet 
solvfic in its attributes. 

The enemies of Jesus! How persistent, conniving, 
and destructive! Yet Jesus remained confident of 
His Father's wil. 


My pastor and I had many hours together talking 
about the walk with God. The atmosphere was 
conducive to growth and maturity. | leamed 
passages of Scripture on a daily basis. 
Attendance at church services became a 
competing passion for me, looked forward to 


the next gathering at the church to be in the 
company of bom again sinners. 


The older males in the church provided a 
challenging environment for the youth in the 
church. "Prayer and Fasting" on Friday evenings 
was a hallowed time. These men would ail meet 
at the church with paychecks in their pockets, 
and gather at the altar and thank God fora 
great week, Many of them came from the street 
ife. There must have been the temptation to go 
to the nearby bor and spend that time with other 
males, absorbed in gender adoration. 


lt was these evenings. at the altar in the Vance 
River Church of the Nazarene that | leamed fo 
stay at the altar until we "prayed through.” 


Ostracized and distanced by my old colleagues, 
had found a new family. The young people in 
the church were enthusiastic about serving God. 
This was contagious. Within months, | was 
teaching Sunday School, Both my head and my 
heart were simultaneously being fed. 


May 6, 1962 became a lighthouse as | sailed on 
the seas of Christion adventure. I counted the 
days, weeks, and months. There was total 
satisfaction with my new discipline. Measured by 
the other believers in this local church, my growth. 
was phenomenal. God was being honored, and 
the results were evident. | was begriming to sense 
destiny in the making. 


By the time Avgust rolled around it was time for 
the pastor's annual vacation. I was devastated 
that my mentor would be gone for three weeks. 
The seasoned Christians In the church would be 
asked to shoulder the pulpit responsibilities. No 
one. | thoughts could take Rev's place in the 
pulpit. This was going to be the most trying time 
of my early joumey. | was nol prepared to be 
without my leadership family for any extended 
period of time. 


Before his departure, Chapmon called me into 
his ving room for a litle talk. | was geared for a 
conversation about the pitfalls of loneliness, or 
the dangers of looking to human beings for 
satisfaction. He would have none of that. 
Instead, what I heard was my pastor telling me 
that he had selected me to fil he pulpit for the 
Wednesday night service, | wos being asked to 
preach. What an honor! Four months into my 
Joumey | would be given the opportunity to 
speak to my peers about anything. | humbly 
asked Chapman to select a passage of Scripture: 
for me and | would do the homework and 
exegesis. He decined. 


The next couple of weeks I researched the 
Scripture for a text that gripped me. The Life ot 
Christ presented a challenge, particularly the 
record of the miracles. The exhortations in the 
Epistles appealed fo the didactic Instincts in me. 
The Minor Prophets aroused a sense of advocacy 
for the hurting and the explolted. The Mojor 


Prophets were too all-encompassing; too many 
themes. 


So, in fully, | did the best thing | knew how to. | 
resorted to prayer. "God," | prayed, "Give me a. 
text and theme that will challenge both me and 
the hearers.” And then self took over. "Give me a 
theme thal people will remember me by.” God 
may not have answered the latter request. but 
He sure did a job with the first. 


| had never noticed the Book of Ezekiel before, 
‘and one moming | began reading the chapters. | 
began to romance the theme. The Valley of Dry 
Bones made a profound Impression upon me, 
The predicament in our community and the 
countryside paralleled the conditions that Ezekiel 
alluded to in this memorable vision. 


The more | ead the story. the greater the urge to 
Use it as the text for my sermon on that historic 
Wednesday. The vision consumed me. The text 
took on greater significance as | rehearsed the 
verses, I found myself standing In the Valley of Dry 
Bones, admonishing skeptics and unbelievers to 
hearken to the wind that was about to blow their 


way. 


Sleep didn’t come easily. I became restiess and. 
anxious. My every waking moment became: 
episodes of auditory hallucinations. Two days 
before the appointed time the crystallization 
process was complete, My sermon was to last 


seventeen minutes and forty-five seconds, The 
dye was cast. 


There were more people in church that 
Wednesday than | had witnessed before. The 
support from those who had charted my 
Christian walk was overwhelming. | felt a mara- 
thon anointing, and it showed in my 
presentation, | had done all this preparation, but 
‘wasn't confident enough to make the transition. 
to the conclusion, So after one hour and ten 
minutes, someone in the back row began 
humming real loudly. | was sensitive enough to 
take a hint and conclude, 


‘his experience remained an unforgettable 
highiight in my ife. Constant affirmations of my 
eloquence led many to suggest that | consider 
the ministry as a vocation. Of course, it had never 
occured fo me that the ministry was a viable 
occupational option. But now | seriously began 

to pray about this possibiity. When I approached 
the pastor about this probability he simply 
advised that the ministry should not be 
considered unless there wos a definite clear-cut 
all fram God. He advised that if one can ive 
without entering the ministry, then by all means it 
5 on indication that God hadn't called, This was 
penetrating 


began to look scrutinizingly at the pastor and 
the lifestyle he enjoyed. There was a visible 

absence of any glamorous material acquisitions. | 
was bothered by the simple and needy nature of 
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their existence. | had always envisioned low 
school or dentistry. To respond to the clamoring 
of my peers to enter the ministry would be quite 
an economic sacrifice. | had not known any 
Nazarene minister to be living comfortably. They 
all seemed to be merely eking out an existence. 


Then there was the question of my family's ability 
to finance my college education at an institution 
that did not boast of any academic scholarships. 
How would | raise the funds necessary to enroll 
for the upcoming semester that would begin in 
January of 19632 How would | continue in 
school? 


By October of 1942, sik months after my spiritual 
encounter with Jesus Christ, | was confident that 
God was caling me to a ite of fultime service in 
the ministry. The urge had become jresisible. | 
must respand to this calor ie would be 
miserable. As a matter of fact, oll financial doors 
seemed closed at this particular juncture. My 
inclination was that if God was calling me to tul- 
time minstry, God would make a way, and God 
dit 


The call of God on my life has always remained a 
mystery to me. Itis probably the one most dificult 
experience to explain, There was nothing 
cataclysmic about the sense I had that God was 
calling me into ministry. 


Ainold Van Gennep in his classic work, “The Rites 
of Passage,” states that there are three stages of 
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